
OLVER GRILLS ADMINISTRATION ON SEVERE CDBG CUTS AND INADEQUATE HURRICANE KATRINA RESPONSE

  
 WASHINGTON, D.C. ‚ Today, Congressman John W. Olver (D-1st District) strongly criticized the Administration's proposal to cut Community Development Block Grants (CDBG) by $1.1 billion while the need for this type of assistance remains high throughout the nation ‚ from the devastated Gulf Coast to Olver's home state of Massachusetts.

   "The president's request would deal a massive blow to community development efforts throughout the nation ‚ in both rural and urban areas. By allowing state, local and municipal officials to determine what improvements will best serve their community, the CDBG program has been a model of success. A cut of this magnitude is completely unacceptable," Olver said

  Olver leveled the charge during a hearing today of the Appropriations Subcommittee on Transportation, Treasury, Housing and Urban Development (HUD) in which he blasted the Administration's plan to cut the overall fiscal year 2007 HUD budget by $621 million ‚ a 2 percent cut that would negatively affect many housing-related programs including housing for persons with disabilities and the elderly.

  Olver, the Ranking Member (most senior Democrat) of the subcommittee, also grilled HUD Secretary Alphonso Jackson today on the Administration's inadequate response to addressing the housing needs in the Gulf Coast region after Hurricane Katrina.

 CDBG is one of the oldest HUD programs. Begun in 1974, it provides annual formula grants to communities to ensure decent affordable housing for all, and to provide services to the most vulnerable in our communities, to create jobs and expand business opportunities.

  "The irony is that the same Administration that wants to cut CDBG has requested billions in additional CDBG funding as part of the post-Katrina rebuilding effort along the Gulf Coast," Olver said. In the first Katrina-related supplemental appropriations bill that was enacted in December, the Administration requested $1.5 billion in CDBG for the Gulf region, and Congress ultimately provided $11.5 billion. Last month, the Administration requested $4.2 billion in CDBG for the second post-Katrina supplemental, and the House bill provides that amount.

 In addition, the cut to CDBG would have a significant impact locally. Massachusetts received a total of $111 million in CDBG formula funds in FY06. Under the budget proposal, this would be reduced by 25 percent, down to $83 million, in FY07.

  The Administration also proposes eliminating and consolidating several separate HUD programs into CDBG, including Brownfields Redevelopment, which assists cities with the redevelopment of industrial and commercial facilities, Rural Housing and Economic Development, which provides capacity building and project support to rural local and state organizations, and Section 108 Loan Guarantees, which provides communities with financing for economic development, housing rehabilitation, public facilities, and large-scale physical development projects.

 Olver said, "The proposal to eliminate these programs is unthinkable. If the president thinks that he can dismantle the CDBG program without Congress noticing, he is terribly wrong."

    Olver also expressed serious concern regarding HUD's response to Hurricane Katrina, which displaced many thousands of families from their homes.

 "We are seven months removed from this disaster and I believe that HUD does not have a plan for how to deal with victims of Katrina," Olver said.

  Olver cited the Disaster Voucher Program, which was designed to assist families in the Gulf region who had been previously HUD-assisted or homeless. Individuals and families who had been scattered throughout the country were to be provided with housing vouchers for up to 18 months regardless of where they are now residing. There is a separate source of money to pay for these vouchers so that the housing authorities in other cities are not forced to pay these costs.

   In the December supplemental bill, $390 million was provided for the Disaster Voucher Program. The Administration requested an additional $202 million in the second supplemental, based on the projection that 44,000 families would be utilizing the program. However, only 16,000 families are currently utilizing the program. For this reason, Republicans did not include the $202 million in the second supplemental that is to be considered on the House floor this week.

 "It is more than curious to me that the number of families being served is so low, when the amount of people displaced is so high," Olver stated. "I question what has happened to the rest of the families and whether this Administration has done enough to ensure that all the families from the Gulf region who had previously received HUD assistance are aware that the Disaster Voucher Program exists."
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